Animals must identify reliable cues amidst environmental noise during learning, and the cues that are most reliable often depend on the local ecology. Comparing the performance of populations of the same species across multiple versions of a cognitive task can reveal whether some populations learn to use certain cues faster than others. Here, using a criterion-based protocol, we assessed whether two natural populations of sticklebacks differed in how quickly they learned to associate two different discrimination cues with the location of food. One version of the discrimination task required animals to use visual (colour) cues while the other required animals to use egocentric (side) cues. There were significant behavioural differences between the two populations, but no evidence that one population was generally better at learning, or that one version of the task was generally harder than the other. However, the two populations excelled on different tasks: fish from one population performed significantly better on the side version than they did on the colour version, while the opposite was observed in the other population. These results suggest that the two populations are equally capable of discrimination learning, but are primed to form associations with different cues. Ecological differences between the populations in environmental stability might account for the observed variation in learning. These findings highlight the value of comparing cognitive performance on different variations of the same task in order to understand variation in cognitive mechanisms.
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There are multiple biotic and abiotic stimuli in the environment that might be associated with factors important for fitness such as food, predators or conspecifics. When attentional capacities are limited, animals must decide which cues to prioritize, and this can lead to selective attention towards certain cues over others (Gottselig, Wasserman, & Young, 2001) . Animals often learn to associate salient cues with rewarding (or adverse) behavioural outcomes faster than they do with nonsalient cues (Mackintosh, 1975; Rescorla & Wagner, 1972; Treviño, 2016) . Correctly identifying cues that are the most reliable and relevant to specific outcomes can improve fitness. Provided that there is genetic variation for sensitivity to environmental cues (e.g. Visser et al., 2011), the cognitive mechanisms that prime organisms to attend to the most ecologically relevant stimuli are likely to be honed by natural selection, thereby leading to adaptive differences in the rate at which animals that inhabit different environments learn to associate different types of cues with behavioural outcomes.
Indeed, animals are often primed to learn to associate certain environmental cues with specific outcomes faster than others. For example, young birds are predisposed to learn species-specific songs over heterospecific songs (reviewed in Wheatcroft & Qvarnstr€ om, 2015) . Similarly, dogs prioritize attending to egocentric cues (i.e. cues relative to their body position) over allocentric cues (i.e. landmarks) to locate objects (Fiset, Gagnon, & Beaulieu, 2000) . Selection should favour cue-specific learning when certain combinations of cues and outcomes are more likely to occur in nature. For example, rats quickly learned to associate an olfactory cue (but not an auditory cue) with sickness, possibly because reliable associations between olfactory cues and food-related illness are more likely to occur in nature (i.e. selective association; Garcia & Koelling, 1966) . These examples suggest that differential associative learning speeds between different types of cues are likely to be adaptive and widespread. Adaptive, fine-scale variation in cuespecific learning has implications for the evolution of cognition. One promising tactic for investigating this is to compare the rates at which populations of the same species from different environments learn to associate different cues with a reward.
Threespine stickleback, Gasterosteus aculeatus, are good subjects for studying the adaptive significance of intraspecific variation in
